Considerations on early diagnosis of carcinoma of the pancreas.
Pancreas carcinoma is seldom recognized at an early stage. Through an attentive retrospective evaluation of the patient's history a frequent pattern of early presentation is sought. A series of 64 patients (36 males; 28 females) with histologically proven pancreas carcinoma seen in the Department of Surgery and the Oncology Department of the University of Milan (Ospedale "L. Sacco") in the years 1992 through 2001, is closely scrutinized, tracing the very initial signs and symptoms in each individual case. Weight loss is by far the most frequent early complaint, being the presenting symptom in more than 79% of cases, either alone or associated with one or more additional symptoms, followed by pain (56%), anorexia (28%), jaundice (25%) and asthenia (23%). However it appears that weight loss is often overlooked until other more suggestive symptoms ensue. In particular, slowly developing jaundice was the most common indication for ultrasound scan or computed tomography study, although jaundice was the presenting symptom in only 25% of cases. In patients presenting with unexplained weight loss, a more liberal use of diagnostic imaging techniques in the upper abdomen might be advisable.